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With the emerging prominence of digital humanities scholarship, academic libraries are 
taking steps to reevaluate approaches to research services. This study explores the nature 
of digital humanities research within the academic library setting, emphasizing special 
collections. The role of academic libraries is in flux with respect to the larger digital 
research environment. Academic institutions have varying definitions of digital 
humanities and offer a wide range of services for patrons working in the field, often 
necessitating an ad hoc support model.  
This study describes a questionnaire survey of academic special collections libraries 
nation-wide, and four semi-structured interviews with librarians in two public universities 
in North Carolina. Surveys and interviews were conducted to determine the types of 
research support requested by patrons related to digital humanities, and the various ways 
in which academic libraries accommodate those requests.  
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Introduction 
 Libraries and humanities fields have traditionally held similar goals and faced 
similar challenges. Both are ultimately tasked with processing and preserving cultural 
memory; they assist patrons and readers with analyzing the past in ways that shed light 
on the present and future. Both also operate within a larger academic environment of 
external criticism. While libraries must frequently defend the longevity of their relevance, 
humanities fields are no strangers to political attacks grounded in the assumption that 
humanities are “useless or fail to teach skills necessary for employment.” (Golumbia, 
2014, p. 158).  
 This grim picture of the decline of humanistic inquiry is not shared by all 
practitioners, however. At the risk of presenting the notion of technology as a panacea, it 
is clear that the incorporation of digital tools and pedagogy into an arguably antiquated 
academic environment has revived many institutionalized processes, namely scholarly 
communication, pathways to tenure, and funding criteria (Sula, 2013). Given the impact 
thus far of digital tools and pedagogy, on the underlying structure of academia as a 
whole, it is not unreasonable to  
attempt to situate digital humanities within another integral space of scholarship 
production, the academic library.  
 At the core of digital humanities (dh) research is the broader goal of academic 
democratization, collaborative approaches to scholarship being one of the field’s 
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fundamental values.  There are many natural parallels between the broader mission of 
digital humanities and that of libraries, namely “varieties of representation, the 
organization of knowledge, the technology of communication and dissemination, and the 
production of useful tools for scholarly inquiry” (Ramsay, 2010).  
Academic libraries, and special collections in particular, face a myriad of 
challenges in providing access and continued research support for patrons working in the 
field of digital humanities. Emergent digital technologies and rapidly increasing corpi of 
born digital materials make possible productive models of collaboration and facilitate 
access; however, these changes also come with a sense of uncertainty about the roles of 
librarians and archivists in the larger landscape of digital scholarship. A lack of 
specialized training opportunities, limited funding, and traditional staffing models all 
factor into an institution’s ability to devote resources to the unique needs of digital 
humanities practitioners. The nature of librarianship as service-oriented and 
interdisciplinary within universities, however, makes academic libraries a logical source 
of support for dh research, which often involves primary source research, copyright 
evaluation, non-traditional methods of scholarly communications, and use of new 
technological tools (Vandegrift, 2012). Much research has examined the theoretical 
connections between digital humanities and librarianship, but there is less literature 
examining collaborations in practice. 
This paper aims to fill a gap in the research by addressing the practical results of 
efforts to support digital humanities research in academic libraries. The study investigates 
the role of university special collections in facilitating and supporting digital humanities 
research among faculty, students, and independent researchers. The project focuses on 
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internal systems within the repository that aim to accommodate individual demands for 
research support, as well as more programmatic approaches to making and advertising 
academic libraries and special collections a resource for digital humanities projects. This 
is an exploratory study to evaluate digital humanities research strategies within academic 
libraries nationwide, but with an emphasis on two large public institutions in North 
Carolina.  
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Literature Review 
A brief introduction to digital humanities 
Digital humanities can best be viewed as an overarching term that encapsulates 
many methods and pedagogy involved with the widespread adoption of digital tools by 
humanists: some dh work focuses on the ways in which technological affordances are 
transforming pedagogy through interesting new methods of interacting with course 
content; other practitioners emphasize the transformations to scholarly publishing and 
knowledge dissemination that comes with widespread digitization of previously 
inaccessible materials; still others research various ways of approaching humanistic 
inquiry and digital texts with sophisticated programming and data visualization (Varner 
and Vandegrift, 2013). The task of establishing boundaries within the field as a whole has 
attracted much debate. Given that the field is inherently interdisciplinary, some scholars 
have argued that digital humanities can be defined by its processes rather than its subjects 
(Hunter, 2015).  
In situating methodologies within the larger field of digital humanities research, 
two overarching strategies emerge: assimilation and distinction. Katherine Hayles (2012) 
offers a useful framework for understanding the development of the field as a whole in 
this context: 
Assimilation extends existing scholarship into the digital realm; it offers more 
affordances than print for access, queries and dissemination; it often adopts an 
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attitude of assurance rather than confrontation. Distinction, by contrast, 
emphasizes new methodologies, new kinds of research questions, and the 
emergence of entirely new fields. (2012, p. 46).  
Assimilative efforts tend to occupy a role often viewed as supportive of or 
complementary to traditional humanities pursuits: data analysis, more widespread 
accessibility to rare texts, and inclusion of amateur researchers in a decidedly more 
collaborative environment. The distinction strategy, in contrast, has weaker ties to 
traditional humanities research as it aims to “explore newer, less text-based modalities” 
that challenge established notions of what products constitute scholarship (2012, p. 52). 
Both strategies, then, have transformative potential in their relationship to humanities 
research, whether through the technological affordances they provide or through the 
larger shift in theoretical paradigms of humanities discourse.  
Many digital humanities scholars focus on grounding the field’s definition in its 
higher transformative goals rather than the details of practice; Lisa Spiro (2012), for 
example, highlights the importance of incorporating a core set of values as a means of 
defining and confining the community, “reflecting a static understanding of the 
organization” (2012). The values defined tend to focus on the field’s potential to 
democratize the humanities, namely through access and participation (Hunter, 2015). 
Despite the many debates centering around definitions of the field’s theoretical and 
practical parameters, an underlying assumption within dh discourse is that it operates 
differently, and in more democratic ways, than traditional humanities disciplines.  
Often cited by digital humanists as one of the most transformative aspects of dh is 
the digital archive, which allows scholars to access and search materials in novel ways. In 
changing the ways materials are disseminated and research conducted, dh is poised to 
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influence the course of humanities scholarship by allowing for new questions and 
answers about culture (Hunter, 2015). In some cases, such research culminates in more 
conventional print end products analyzing primary source materials, while other cases 
result in conclusions presented in nontraditional formats such as digital objects or 
collections; in both cases, however, dh tools have allowed for new approaches to 
humanistic inquiry (Hartsell-Gundy, et al., 2015). Digital humanities, then, as an 
overarching term used to describe a scholarly field, a set of methods, a community of 
practitioners, an academic movement, or something else entirely, marks an ongoing point 
of discussion.  
Although much of the literature lauds digital humanities as not only an 
interdisciplinary field, but also one of a more lateral academic environment, criticism of 
the field exists in threats to its sustainable development when rhetoric is all-
encompassing, or as Bethany Nowviskie (2012) states, “a tension between goodwill and 
exhaustion—outreach and retreat” (2012). Nowviskie argues that in prioritizing rhetoric 
over strategy, digital humanists risk becoming more insular, which in turn gives newer 
practitioners the impression that 1. All of the rhetoric and efforts are “new” and 2. The 
current scene serves as a complete picture of digital humanities efforts (2012). The 
challenge, then, for digital humanists is to balance rhetorical enthusiasm for the field’s 
goals with program promotion and support. Alan Liu (2011) similarly points out that 
even as the field gradually integrates its definitions, values, varieties of analytical 
approaches, and range of projects, it still stands to realize its role in the larger relationship 
between humanities research and higher education (2011). Liu presents specific ways in 
which digital humanities has become more cohesive as a field: unification of foundational 
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concepts, namely technology, media, and information; integration with humanities 
traditions through partnerships with fields such as the history of the book and media 
archaeology; an embrace of social computing as a field of study, which Liu argues is a 
way to foreground another digital humanities core concept, communication; 
acknowledgement of scale as a foundational component of digital humanities in and of 
itself; and finally, expansion of interpretive possibilities in allowing for new kinds of 
theoretical approaches to humanities scholarship (2011). With this relatively newfound 
integration of scholarly goals and approaches, digital humanities is uniquely positioned to 
both advocate for and critique humanities research in higher education more generally. 
As Liu asserts, foundational questions for digital humanists going forward reach beyond 
that of supporting traditional humanities work. Instead, practitioners are tasked with 
addressing ways in which the field can help the humanities and higher education serve 
society through illustrating the “distinct value of the humanities” (Liu, 2011, p. 30).  
Digital humanities and libraries 
The range of methods involved in digital humanities research certainly influences 
the models of support for scholars in the field, by libraries or other institutions. For 
example, the presence of metadata, particularly in the form of normalized name headings 
and topics, for digitized primary sources greatly enhances the research experience of 
users, and digital humanities scholars in particular (Bair and Carlson, 2008). Standardized 
metadata is particularly useful for discovery and organization of humanistic data, as 
controlled vocabularies serve as a way to assist users in bringing to light “new 
connections between the authors and recorded events—connections that may have taken 
years for researchers to discover, if ever” (Bair and Carlson, 2008, p. 253).  
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Furthermore, large scale digitization of substantial material corpi not only 
increases the scope and possibilities of research projects, but also presents opportunities 
for closer analysis of singular materials. Access to materials on a macro scale within 
digital libraries and archives has certainly allowed for data mining and data mapping 
projects that illuminate new perspectives in scholarly research; however, less attention 
has been paid to the research possibilities provided by improved access to “minute 
particulars—thanks not to data but to datum mining” (Hancher, 2016). Hancher argues 
that the “distant reading” found in much of the discourse surrounding digital humanities 
methodologies does not directly oppose more traditional notions of “close reading,” 
which he defines as characterized by density and concentration rather than proximity or 
scope of scholarship (2016). Ultimately, digital materials and dh pedagogy stand to 
advance the overarching scholarship goals of both approaches, and academic libraries—
often with highly specialized digital production centers or digitization labs—are 
positioned to assist through providing high quality digital content.   
The 2016 ACRL review of top trends in academic libraries notes that to advance 
educational and research processes in digital scholarship, librarians are increasingly 
occupying a collaborative role (ACRL, 2016). With academic libraries’ interdisciplinary 
nature and the centralized spaces they occupy on university campuses, scholars have 
asserted that these institutions are uniquely equipped to provide support for digital 
projects: “the 21st century academic library, perhaps more than any other unit on campus, 
is poised to promote and support that digital scholarship originating from multiple 
departments on campus” (Sinclair, 2014). Elias Tzoc’s “Libraries and Faculty 
Collaboration,” for example, presents case studies of four successful faculty-driven 
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digital scholarship projects that were supported by academic libraries and delves into 
possible new roles for librarians and technology experts in working with students and 
faculty to facilitate necessary skills for digital scholarship. Tzoc (2016) concludes that at 
an advanced level, academic librarians assist teams of dh researchers with big data 
analysis and long-term preservation of the final product; at a less advanced level, 
academic librarians serve as a guide for students exploring digital tools and methods for 
interpreting texts (2016). These case studies highlight the benefit of forays into a wide 
range of emerging digital tools, sustainable infrastructure, and a strategic plan for 
inevitable changes in the larger digital environment, noting a common lament among 
professionals tasked with ongoing support for dh initiatives: “digital projects never end” 
(Tzoc, 2016, p. 134).  
Furthermore, Gaspar and Wetzel’s (2009) “A Case Study in Collaboration” 
connects the academic library’s established role on campus with potential goals for dh 
involvement: innovation, discovery, and quality of education (2009). Through targeted 
analytics reviewing student response to faculty/librarian collaboration in instructional 
sessions, the authors highlight several significant strengths of the collaborative model 
(Gaspar and Wetzel, 2009). Drawing on George Washington University’s initiative, the 
University Writing Program (UWP), as an example, the authors present a rigorous 
examination of the effects of coordinated collaboration between faculty members and 
librarians on student scholarship. The University implemented the program gradually 
beginning in the fall of 2004, with one third of incoming freshman assigned to a UWP 
course, and culminated in full freshman enrollment in the fall of 2006. The course 
materialized as an intensive, thematically based writing course with both an assigned 
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faculty member and an assigned librarian. Through ongoing surveys centering around 
strengths and potential for improvement in the course design, followed by multiple 
discussion sessions about pedagogy and student success, participating parties agreed that 
students’ research and writing skills had consistently benefitted from the unique expertise 
of a collaborative team with varied perspectives (2009, p. 587). Furthermore, the methods 
for gathering constructive feedback, surveys and integrated discussion groups, highlight 
the value of communication as the foundation for active partnership: “Each year, the 
resulting discussions have extended understanding between library and faculty partners 
and enhanced opportunities for collaboration” (2009, p. 587).  
University and library staff aiming to implement digital humanities initiatives 
could benefit from similar methods of recursive feedback and discussion, given that goals 
and resources for dh projects vary widely, often necessitating a dynamic approach to 
instructional support. Gaspar and Wetzel (2009) ultimately lay out one model for the 
programmatic flexibility necessary for successful collaborative relationships between 
faculty and librarians with regards to digital humanities initiatives.  
Collaboration between academic librarians and faculty leading classes that 
advance a digital humanities curriculum has seen other notable successes as well. One 
such example occurred at UCLA; an undergraduate archaeology course featured student 
groups tasked with producing a “sophisticated digital encyclopedia article with cross-
references, illustrations, and semantic encoding” (Borovsky and McAulay, 2015, p. 72). 
The class utilized the library as a regular physical class space, and librarians offered 
continued support through specialized instructional sessions; their subject knowledge was 
integral to the qualitative research pursued by the students, especially given the variety of 
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formats necessitated by the final product (Borovsky and McAulay, 2015). The course 
additionally featured instructional content related to the project’s specific web 
application, the creation of metadata, databases, and Text Encoding Initiative (TEI) 
markup by a guest speaker with authoritative knowledge of dh pedagogy. Thus, no one 
educator was situated as a centralized expert on the various subjects or methodologies 
used in the class. The course was designed to utilize specialized expertise of a number of 
individuals in various positions: librarians, technologists, faculty members, and graduate 
TA’s, making the course uniquely collaborative in nature (Borovsky and McAulay, 
2015).  
The archeology course was ultimately deemed successful for a number of reasons, 
key among them the engagement and enthusiasm demonstrated by students as they 
presented their final projects. The nature of the project and the role of the library space 
and staff served to immerse students in humanities research and scholarly production: 
“They were not merely consumers of scholarly products—with librarians to assist in that 
transaction—but were deeply engaged with their peers, faculty, and librarians in the 
process of learning and producing digital research projects” (Borovsky, and McAulay, 
2015, p. 74). Through proactive collaboration and continued use of librarians’ subject 
expertise, this particular digital humanities initiative transformed the library from a 
repository to a site of meaningful discovery and engagement.  
Another notable area where librarian support often serves a key role in successful 
digital humanities research centers around enabling long term sustainability of digital 
projects (Kretzschmar Jr. and Potter, 2010). Given the inherently volatile nature of the 
digital environment within which DH scholars operate, researchers are often faced with 
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challenges like constantly needing to change media formats and operating environments 
simply to keep information available (Kretzschmar Jr. and Potter, 2010, p. 440). 
Similarly, digital humanists require continuous access to new resources in order to keep 
up-to-date with the ever-changing digital landscape (Kretzschmar Jr. and Potter,  2010, p. 
440). The ephemeral nature of many digital platforms—paired with the grant funding 
models characteristic of many digital humanities projects—ultimately pose a threat to 
long term sustainability. Continued availability of digital scholarship largely falls in line 
with the academic library’s two-fold mission of preservation and dissemination, further 
serving as a viable collaborative opportunity. Institutional Repositories (IR), for example, 
are used by many universities and libraries to store traditional forms of scholarship, 
namely dissertations and published papers. While traditional notions of Institutional 
Repositories have focused on preservation and dissemination of stable, analog forms of 
scholarship, IRs are also employed to store and render accessible digital objects produced 
by dh scholarship (Kretzschmar Jr. and Potter, 2010, p. 444).  
Similarly, digital scholarship centers have emerged partly in response to 
increasing demands for technologists who are well versed in humanistic inquiry and vice 
versa. As noted by Gibson, et al (2015) in “Traversing the Gap: Subject Specialists 
Connecting Humanities Researchers and Digital Scholarship Centers,” these centers 
emphasize software and other available tools used by technologists; however, they are 
often situated closer to scholars and librarians culturally and physically. Some of these 
centers are notably created and maintained within university libraries, where technology 
staff are able to forge strong connections with library staff and humanities subject 
librarians in particular (Gibson, et al., 2015). While some digital scholarship centers are 
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born out of preexisting departments, others are created independently of university 
libraries or academic departments; these models often foster strong connections between 
scholars but may exclude libraries despite their shared goals of collaborative and 
innovative humanities research (Gibson, et al., 2015).  
A programmatic approach to digital humanities in academic libraries, like many 
other strategic initiatives, is ultimately contingent on the development of clear goals, 
strategies, and evaluation methods for measuring success. It has often proved useful for 
academic libraries to approach dh research collaboratively by offering support for 
ongoing projects or initiatives. Hartstell-Gundy, et al (2015) pinpoint multiple user 
groups who are often positioned to serve as valuable points of contact for the trajectory of 
digital humanities engagement at an institutional level, including practicing faculty, 
faculty with interest in incorporating dh methodology into their scholarship or 
classrooms, and graduate students hoping to develop digital projects (2015).  
Challenges to academic libraries in supporting digital humanities scholarship 
Support for digital humanities research necessitates integrated investments on the 
part of academic libraries, including staff expertise and time, technological infrastructure, 
and physical spaces and equipment for processes like digitization and cataloging, all 
inherently taxing on library resources. Robert Montoya’s (2017) “Boundary Objects, 
Boundary Staff: Supporting Digital Scholarship in Academic Libraries” imagines 
resource allocation (particularly staffing models) in a way that prioritizes the digital 
scholarship so central to dh projects. Networked resources, or online platforms built to 
both manage digital content and provide useful interpretive content, have become 
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increasingly important to successful digital scholarship as they ultimately provide a 
productive space for creatively examining analog materials alongside interpretive 
scholarship contributed by both students and faculty (Montoya, 2017).  At the 
intersection of emerging technologies and expectations for more traditional models of 
librarianship is where many of the challenges to academic libraries lie. Montoya speaks 
to the requirements of such endeavors, as digital infrastructure needs “deep collaboration 
between faculty and librarians, the online elaboration of a specific subject or classroom 
content using library assets, and the creation of complex technical content management 
systems (CMS) developed within the library environment” (Montoya, 2017, p. 216).   
Montoya situates academic library systems within the framework of networked 
resources and provides a model for workflow, staffing, and intra departmental 
communication. Drawing on a grant funded initiative at UCLA that aimed to develop 
workflows for producing research through library collaboration, Montoya (2017) 
highlights necessary infrastructures for fostering sustainable digital scholarship projects 
in library systems. Workflows identified as crucial to long-term success in a collaborative 
environment include:  
The selection of appropriate rare books and archives for use in the projects; the 
digitization of selected material; the articulation of staff time required to support 
each project phase; the production of some digital space for the delivery of 
content; and the long term hosting, maintenance, and versioning of created 
platforms (p. 217).  
Montoya identifies a few key challenges experienced by academic libraries in 
meeting the needs of these networked digital spaces, and attributes them to common 
library staffing models, which he describes as having multiple communities of practice 
with disjoint systems (p. 222). In response, he offers the notion of “boundary staff,” or 
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staff members whose primary purpose is to support the hybrid infrastructures 
characteristic of many digital projects (Montoya, 2017, p. 222). Montoya’s approach to 
collaboration through staffing shares the underlying goals of flexibility and integration 
that have led to successful partnerships in digital projects more generally. Questions of 
infrastructure and workflow models have thus proven to be valuable points of analysis in 
reimagining library partnerships in support of emerging technologies and non-traditional 
forms of scholarship.
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Methods 
Survey 
In order to thoroughly address the question of how academic libraries and special 
collections are supporting digital humanities scholarship, a survey was administered to 
practicing professionals for the purpose of uncovering broader themes among a larger 
population. The survey was distributed via email to the following relevant professional 
organization listservs: 
Association of College and Research Libraries Digital Humanities Interest Group 
American Library Association, College Libraries Section 
American Library Association, University Libraries List  
Association of College and Research Libraries Digital Scholarship Section (DSS)  
Association of College and Research Libraries Digital Scholarship Centers 
Interest Group 
ACRL AAMES Interest Group List 
Society of American Archivists, Research Libraries Section  
To maximize the response rate, the email containing the survey mentioned its 
brevity and purpose. The researcher acknowledges that there are numerous barriers to 
membership in a relevant professional organization, and that a sampling method solely 
based on membership is inherently exclusionary. Furthermore, without a definitive 
sampling frame, the researcher admits to having an inadequate idea of the total size of the 
population; this makes determining the representativeness of the sample difficult.  
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Surveys were administered using Qualtrics software provided by UNC’s Odum 
Institute, which was chosen over web-based survey systems because of the lack of 
identifiable data automatically collected by other survey sites. To encourage a prompt 
response from potential survey participants, the survey was only “open” (for participants 
to edit) for a short, predetermined period of time of one month.  
The survey itself consisted of eleven questions, with one to ensure participants 
met the inclusion criteria, which was simply an affiliation with an academic library 
and/or special collections repository. Two questions aimed to gather a demographic 
representation of the respondent’s larger institution with respect to the public or private 
nature of the institution and student population size. The next section of questions aimed 
to uncover the presence or absence of digital humanities research support and 
institutional definitions of digital humanities research parameters. The remaining 
questions centered around services provided by the library related to the field of digital 
humanities research. All survey questions were structured as multiple-choice questions 
with seven questions including an option for the participant to write in an additional 
response (an “other” option). Predetermined response categories covered a wide range of 
possible options; however, the “other” category served as a way to uncover additional 
explanations. In order to minimize the potential mild embarrassment that could arise if 
respondents encountered terms with which they are not familiar, explanations and 
definitions were provided throughout the survey, in both questions and responses.  
The survey design resulted in standardized survey responses and free text 
responses. Therefore, standardized data, or data arising from predetermined response 
categories, was aggregated and organized for analysis. Survey results were presented via 
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data visualization, specifically bar graphs, when appropriate. Analysis of responses 
focused on the percentage of respondents who chose the same answer for each survey 
question.  
The researcher acknowledges that there are numerous barriers to membership in a 
relevant professional organization, and that a sampling method solely based on 
membership is inherently exclusionary. Furthermore, without a definitive sampling 
frame, the researcher admits to having an inadequate idea of the total size of the 
population; this makes determining the representativeness of the sample difficult. 
Given that the nature of the topic is subjective, further limitations include the fact 
that predetermined response options presented to the participants may have inadvertently 
influenced respondents’ choices  
Semi-structured interviews 
While the survey focused on larger trends in support for digital humanities 
scholarship within research libraries as a whole, semi-structured interviews allowed for a 
more in-depth approach to examining library systems and processes related to this field 
of research in practice. Robson (2002) defines semi-structured interviews as having 
“predetermined questions, but the order can be modified based upon the interviewer’s 
perception of what seems most appropriate. Question wording can be changed and 
explanations given; particular questions that seems inappropriate with a particular 
interviewee can be omitted, or additional ones included” (p. 270). Semi-structured 
interviews allow for a flexible approach to data gathering, which is well suited to the 
exploratory nature of the research study. Interviewees occupied a wide range of 
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professional roles within their respective institutions, so the flexibility afforded by semi-
structured interviews allowed subjects to foreground their unique perspectives.  
The selection process for semi-structured interviews was conducted independently 
of the survey participant selection process. Four total semi-structured interviews were 
conducted with librarians employed by two public universities in North Carolina (two 
participants from each NC university). Interview participants were purposively identified 
based on geographic location, repository, and willingness to participate. Inclusion criteria 
for interview subjects included experience assisting patrons with either personal digital 
humanities research projects, and/or awareness of/involvement with internal digital 
humanities initiatives within their respective institutions. The researcher employed a 
snowball sampling tactic through known staff contacts at both institutions to recruit 
participants known to have experience and/or working knowledge of digital humanities 
research practices.  
Discussions centered around ten guiding questions to allow for fundamental 
comparisons in data analysis, but interviews ultimately remained open and flexible. The 
first question aimed to uncover information about the subject’s position within the 
institution; the second question centered around the institution’s understanding of 
definitions and key terms associated with digital humanities research. The remaining 
questions examined institutional protocols for approaching digital humanities projects, 
and challenges faced by the library in meeting the needs of digital humanists. Interviews 
were conducted at the respondent’s place of business, and audibly recorded with the 
respondents’ permission and a verbal confirmation of understanding about the research 
project. The researcher took a number of steps to ensure subject anonymity, including 
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assigning numbers to all notes and transcripts associated with each interview, and 
redacting any details throughout interview transcripts that may have served to identify the 
interview subject.  
Interviews were recorded via an audio device, and additional notes were taken by 
the researcher during the discussion. Video recording was not necessary, as the researcher 
did not consider affect (body language/facial expression) to be relevant to the research 
goals. Audio was transcribed after each interview. Significant themes were induced from 
multiple reviews of the qualitative interview data.  
The researcher coded participant responses based on the basic unit of analysis of 
theme. The coding scheme was derived through an inductive analytical approach; the 
researcher developed thematic categories from the data itself rather than previous studies 
or theories. Glasser and Strauss’ (1967) constant comparative method informed the 
coding process and development of themes; the researcher systematically compared each 
piece of text assigned to a specific category with other pieces of text also assigned to that 
category in order to thoroughly understand the theoretical properties of each category and 
appropriately categorize other pieces of text.  
The researcher implemented an initial round of coding by examining the text of 
each semi-structured interview and extracting a preliminary list of possible themes. Once 
possible themes were identified, the researcher went back over the interview tests and 
assigned themes to appropriate snippets, which varied in length. One snippet of text could 
be assigned multiple themes. The researcher then employed the constant comparative 
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method as described above to refine themes and organize text into appropriate categories 
(Glasser and Strauss, 1967).  
The researcher acknowledges potential sources of bias in the nature of self-
reporting, as interviewees may be hesitant to disclose information that they feel may 
reflect poorly on the institution as a whole. The flexible nature of the semi-structured 
interview method, however, allowed the researcher to ask more probing follow up 
questions when appropriate.  
Furthermore, the researcher acknowledges that her role as an employee of one of 
the institutions studied, and subsequent familiarity of the institution’s processes, could 
result in the introduction of personal bias into the interview discussion and related 
analysis. The researcher thus made sure that each interview subject was presented with 
the same ten guiding interview questions in order to ensure a level of consistency across 
discussions. The researcher further acknowledges that the small sample size prevents the 
study from being generalizable. 
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Findings and discussion 
The combination of surveys and semi-structured interviews revealed several 
broad findings related to support for digital humanities research within academic libraries 
and special collections. These themes are described below, and further discussed in the 
context of digital humanities research literature where appropriate.  
Institutional definitions of “digital humanities” 
All four interview subjects indicated that their institution understands digital 
humanities research through broader notions of “digital scholarship,” which is a multi-
faceted concept. The interview subjects noted that while their institutions may not have a 
cohesive, concrete definition of this type of research, they approach research requests in 
this field on the basis of a few key expectations. Components of the larger institutional 
understanding of projects falling under the realm of digital scholarship center around 1. 
Scholarly products, 2. Nature of the research in terms of methods and disciplines, and 3.  
Affordances of the digital component in relation to knowledge creation and 
dissemination.  
Digital scholarship, as defined by institutions studied, first and foremost implies a 
scholarship product widely perceived as non-traditional. Some examples of projects 
deemed by interview subjects as non-traditional, and thus within the scope of the digital 
humanities field, include websites based on humanities research topics; digital re-
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creations and re-imaginations of historical objects or places; and projects that feature 
computational methods.  
Many of the products and projects mentioned by interview participants further 
reveal an interdisciplinary approach to digital scholarship, both across humanities 
disciplines and outside of humanities disciplines. Participant #2 emphasizes the 
importance of interdisciplinary research to a vibrant research community, and notes that 
humanities fields are poised to add much value to research across disciplines: 
“[…] this is a lot of my role on this campus with the research teams is really 
trying to make that connection across the stem and humanities because that’s one 
of the most vital and forward facing connections that I think we need to be 
making in all research. Interdisciplinarity is the future of research and particularly 
the stem fields and the social sciences have spent years now starting to figure out 
how to work together but there are many fewer examples of how the humanities 
can get involved in that apart from the simple example of ‘ethics.’ Ethics is not 
the only thing that the humanities can contribute.” 
Given the library’s established role as a central point on campus for research and 
instruction, Participant #2 views the promotion of collaboration across disciplines as a 
main vessel through which the library impacts the campus community. Digital 
scholarship projects often serve as valuable sites for these partnerships across disciplines, 
which the library helps facilitate.  
Institutional definitions of digital scholarship additionally highlight the 
affordances of the digital component itself in relation to the creation and dissemination of 
knowledge. In this sense, the digital component is not viewed as an end in itself, but 
rather a means to create new interpretive paradigms. Participant #2 notes that his 
institution often prioritizes technological possibilities, sometimes at the expense of the 
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new forms of knowledge he feels digital humanities as a field is uniquely equipped to 
promote:  
“How do you use [new technology], and how do you use the information that 
[new technology] can provide you to construct new knowledge, and how can we 
do that in various disciplines and across disciplines? Because we can build 
[technological product], I know that’s cool, but what does it tell us? […] the 
information you get is going to be framed by the ways that you’re using [the 
technology], the questions you’re asking it…instead of getting students to the 
point of ‘ok, now you can build a tool,’ how do you use that tool to create 
information and how do you integrate that information into an understanding of 
the world?”  
Participant #4, too, expressed an expectation for digital humanities research to 
result not only in non-traditional products, but also to inspire transformation in 
interpretive traditions. In Participant #4’s opinion, the new ways of producing meaning 
characteristic of digital scholarship projects have not always manifested in the library 
setting:  
“There’s…I have not seen a lot of digital history projects that are truly 
transformative, that seem like they are using the capabilities of whatever digital 
magic there is to tell a profoundly different story. There are a few exceptions to 
this that I can talk about, but in many instances it’s things look like a repackaging 
of a paper or of a powerpoint. It’s just that there’s a more public nature to it.” 
The value in digital humanities, according to these two interviewees, lies not 
simply with the advancement of technological capabilities, but with the effects those 
technologies can have on knowledge production itself. Interviewees from both 
institutions surveyed share this vision, which ultimately informs their approach to 
supporting digital humanities research. 
Openness and availability of scholarly products are also an important component 
of both institution’s fundamental interpretation of digital humanities research. Three of 
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the four interview participants cited openness and accessibility in relation to digital 
scholarship: 
“I have to say I’m a leader in the library community in terms of opening up 
limited access data for computational research” (Participant #2) 
“I would expect it to be something that is out on the open web for anyone and 
everyone to use I would not necessarily think of it, especially the ones with which 
we have dealt, I would never think of it being behind a paywall or anything else” 
(Participant #3) 
“In a lot of ways I think in a minimum definition it’s really a degree of exposure 
and accessibility of the work” (Participant #4) 
Institutional approaches to digital humanities research, then, are shaped by 
expectations about the type of project, the knowledge uncovered, and how this 
information will be disseminated upon the project’s completion. 
Survey responses regarding institution-wide definitions of digital humanities 
research revealed a similar range of factors considered. Of the 127 total respondents 
matching the selection criteria of belonging to a larger institution that 1. Is identified as 
an academic and/or special collections library and 2. Supports digital humanities 
research, 87% (111) of respondents chose “Projects that apply computational methods to 
humanities scholarship” as at least one facet of their institution’s larger definition. It 
should be noted that respondents were given the option to select multiple answer choices, 
which led to considerable overlap. 80% (101) of respondents chose at least two options, 
illustrating the dynamic nature of many definitions of digital humanities within 
institutions:  
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20% (25) of respondents chose “Other,” a number of which expressed their 
institution’s tendency to classify digital humanities research more broadly as “digital 
scholarship,” which falls in line with interview findings:  
“We usually use the term ‘digital scholarship,’ which is broader and more 
inclusive.” 
“We call it ‘digital scholarship’—the creation/dissemination of new knowledge 
with technology.” 
Notably, a number of survey respondents expressed a lack of a cohesive, 
institution-wide definition of digital humanities: 
“I don’t think we do define it.” 
“We don’t have a clear written definition.” 
“I don’t think we have a library-wide definition” 
“I’ve not seen a specific printed definition.”  
 
 28 
This fluid and multi-faceted picture of digital humanities research is reflected in 
literature about the field, as scholars describe digital humanities in terms of 
methodologies (Hancher, 2016), relationship to traditional humanities disciplines 
(Hayles, 2012), values (Spiro, 2012), and larger transformative potential (Hunter, 2015) 
among other considerations.  
Institutional approaches to dh research support 
Survey and interview respondents expressed a varied and flexible approach to 
digital humanities research support which is closely tied to the specific needs of 
individual scholars and projects. Interview participants indicated a primarily ad hoc 
approach to digital humanities projects, and expressed an interest in more proactive, 
programmatic initiatives as a goal for future efforts. A number of factors in the data can 
be connected to the ad hoc nature of the predominant model of dh research support in 
academic libraries, namely the mixed level of expertise among patrons requesting 
assistance, the varied stages of the research process at which libraries are approached for 
assistance, and the wide assortment of requests themselves. 
When asked to describe their institution’s model of research support for the dh 
field, three of four participants stated that they mostly approach dh support on a case-by-
case basis, rather than programmatically, with at least two participants expressing 
dissatisfaction with the ad hoc approach more generally: 
“I don’t think we have any specific plans it usually happens when faculty come to 
us and ask for support […] it works more on a consultation basis.” (Participant 
#1) 
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“…that’s a fair [approaching dh on a case-by-case basis]—whether or not that’s 
the way administration would want it to be, that’s a different question […] but 
frankly a lot of it is.” (Participant #3) 
“I think to date, we treat most requests for digital projects as if there were just 
regular research requests […] I don’t think people find that broadly satisfying…” 
(Participant #4) 
Survey responses also reflected a reliance on an ad hoc model among institutions, 
with 74% (94) of subjects denoting this approach. In contrast, only 31% (39) respondents 
consider dh to be part of their larger institution’s strategic plan:  
 
 
 
The grade and experience levels of patrons who request assistance with digital 
humanities proved to be mixed, ranging from faculty members to undergraduate students. 
All four interview subjects reported working with faculty on specific digital projects, and 
92% (117) of survey respondents indicated that they work with faculty members. There 
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was also a considerable amount of overlap in patron demographics, as 79% (100) 
respondents choosing at least two different options:  
 
 
 
Survey respondents also expressed a tendency to receive digital humanities 
research assistance requests at numerous stages of the research process, with 80% (101) 
of respondents reporting that the planning stage is typically the point at which patrons 
approach the library for assistance: 
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This question, too, saw much overlap, as 79% (100) respondents reported at least 
two answer choices, illustrating their institution’s experience with digital humanities 
research at multiple points throughout projects’ development.  
The varied nature of project stages and patron expertise naturally lends itself to 
heterogeneity in requests themselves, which survey responses illuminated: 
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This survey question features a fairly even distribution of responses, with 81% 
(103) of respondents reporting receiving requests for assistance with dh tools, 77% (98) 
of respondents reporting providing access to special collections materials, and 76% (97) 
of respondents reporting assisting with library instruction sessions related to dh tools 
and/or methodologies.  
Furthermore, following the trend of much overlap, 94% (120) of respondents 
chose at least two different options. Respondents’ free text entries within the “other” 
category introduced a number of additional types of research requests not covered by the 
survey’s predetermined options, including “requests for technical infrastructure to host 
outputs,” “writing scripts for dh aspects of projects,” “copyright/open access 
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consultations,” and “project management support,” revealing many other possibilities for 
dh research assistance requests fielded by academic libraries. As a result, this survey 
question should by no means be considered a comprehensive representation of possible 
requests; it merely serves to illustrate the heterogeneous nature of tasks undertaken by 
academic libraries in support of digital humanities.  
The varied nature of research requests related to dh is similarly reflected in the 
semi-structured interviews; interviewees described their experience with providing digital 
humanities research support at various points throughout the research process, 
elaborating on various actions taken to assist. Participant #1 speaks about using the 
physical space of the library to host presentations about completed digital humanities 
projects: 
“...after they had done the modeling of the church and the audio recordings they 
worked with library staff to build an installation for the teaching and visualization 
lab at X library. So the space and the project were a really good match for each 
other because the space not only has a large 270 degree projection but also very 
sophisticated audio system which was important for the acoustic simulation part 
of the project.” 
Participant #1 also references ongoing digital scholarship projects that he has 
been heavily involved with since the outset: 
“We started work on it in 2007 and the project launched in 2009—It’s 
ongoing…that was a collaboration between multiple departments and the library 
and we hired a well-known historian…so we’ve been working on this project for 
the last…well I got involved in 2008 so we still add new content to it.” 
These two anecdotes reveal a disparity between the level of library involvement 
as dictated by project stage, even as it relates to one single staff member: while one 
project utilized the library for isolated displays of its results upon completion, the other 
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project required active and ongoing involvement. In the second example, Participant #1 
reveals that he supported a number of tasks, including planning (two years before the 
project officially launched); identifying and onboarding collaborators (“we hired a well-
known historian”); and continued addition of new content.  
Participant #3, too, provides examples of digital humanities research in which the 
library served vastly different stages of project development, although he states that the 
library’s primary function has historically been one of content provider through 
digitization of materials: 
“Most of my involvement in the past has been just as content provider. I was 
invited in a little earlier on a potential NEH grant, where they were trying to build 
kits, maybe is a way of describing it, it was a multi-pronged grant approach but 
the part in which I was going to be involved was can we get piles of stuff 
digitized that would be of interest to faculty members and for their classes and for 
dh classes. The one that came out was like: 1968. And can we just digitize 
everything we can think of dealing with 1968 and make that available as a pile—
pile is not a great way of saying it—but a pile of resources where you can say 
‘what can you do with every image from 1968 Durham Herald and city directories 
and newspapers and telephone books and all kinds of things like that so that was 
kind of a nice way of thinking and looking and being involved early.” 
In this scenario, Participant #3 reveals that his involvement in earlier stages of the 
project is rare, as the library is typically called on as a content provider later on—asked to 
make specific resources available for a project that has already been designed. In 
contrast, the NEH grant, an early stage in project development, notably required him to 
use subject expertise—in being intimately acquainted with the library’s collections—to 
actually influence the interpretive direction of the project. It should be noted that the 
NEH grant was unsuccessful, so this project never materialized; however, it is valuable to 
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highlight as one of the many ways academic librarians have been a source of support for 
digital humanities initiatives.  
Given the involvement of libraries in various stages of the research process, in 
addition to the varying level of expertise possessed by patrons approaching the library in 
an academic setting, libraries are tasked with supporting vastly different needs and goals 
related to digital humanities research. The ad hoc model is likely a way to ensure libraries 
are able to meet the unique needs of each patron and project.  
While the ad hoc service model certainly provides a level of flexibility that seems 
to benefit digital humanities research to a certain extent, three of four interview subjects 
expressed a desire to engage with more coordinated approaches to digital scholarship 
research. 
Participant #2, for example, cited an instance of a programmatic effort that 
digressed from the typical model as generally successful. He describes a strategic multi-
media competition as a way to encourage undergraduate students to engage with digital 
scholarship: 
“One of the things that I did here—we ran for three years a multi media research 
contest […] I worked with one of our vendors and we offered cash prizes for 
students for multi media research projects: visualizations, so on so forth […] this 
was across disciplines, and this was really to sort of turn this formula around. We 
do this promotion to faculty about these sorts of things and how you can offer 
multi-media projects in your courses, but this was a way sort of going directly to 
the students and we said ‘look, encourage your faculty to offer multi-media 
options for say, instead of writing the traditional research paper you do a multi-
media project.’ So we were trying to work it from the other end, where the 
students would get interested and say ‘this is a contest I want to do so let me take 
this project that I’m doing in a class…’ And we ran this for three years and at that 
point we declared it a success. Because one of the things that we saw is a lot more 
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of that kind of activity going on in classes. We had a number of faculty who got 
very interested in this, we had an entire program that decided to kind of really 
shift into thinking in this area…” 
Participant #2’s characterization of this project as successful falls in line with the 
components of institutional definitions of dh mentioned previously, as the multi-media 
competition encouraged more participation by amateur scholars (undergraduate students) 
in addition to garnering support for non-traditional scholarly products in humanities 
classes and within the campus research community more broadly. 
Participants #3 and #4 both noted that their institution is currently in the process 
of examining more strategic ways to address digital scholarship more proactively: 
“That would be something [new systems to proactively approach dh research] that 
reading into conversations and if I were to read our Director’s mind, that may be 
something of interest…” (Participant #3) 
“…I think that people would like to have a system in place that didn’t require that 
sort of re-discussion of an issue, that would be easier to have something 
programmatic.” (Participant #4) 
Thus, while many subjects surveyed and interviewed characterize their 
institution’s current model of approaching digital humanities research support as ad 
hoc—often necessitated by the varied nature of requests and patrons needs—there is at 
least some interest in a more systematic approach to supporting digital humanities 
research.  
According to these two interview subjects, areas of library operation that could 
benefit from a more programmatic approach include staffing models (with at least one 
designated digital humanities expert on staff), more strategic approaches to digitization of 
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materials through resource allocation and payment policies, and increased collaboration 
at earlier stages of projects.  
Challenges faced by special collections in supporting dh research 
In discussing institutional support for digital humanities research, interview 
participants expressed a number of challenges. Sources of challenges can be grouped into 
a few general categories, namely the organization of the larger institution, institutional 
approaches to professional development as it relates to digital humanities training, and 
available resources. 
An underlying thread within the four semi-structured interviews centered around 
the organization of the institution as a whole, and the effects of this organizational 
structure on collaboration and communication, two concepts that all four participants 
identified as crucial to successful digital humanities projects. Participants #1 and #2 
described their larger library system as integrated for a number of reasons: 
“We have several of those visualization spaces. Most located in [Library 1]. 
Sometimes we have events that go on in multiple rooms at the same time […] 
And also the libraries are not as strictly separated as I guess would be the case at 
[Institution 2]. We have a lot of staff living back and forth between the buildings.” 
(Participant #1) 
“We have in the library a copyright and digital scholarship center. But it is not 
like you would normally imagine a dh/digital scholarship center at other 
institutions. Their focus is a lot on copyright consultations. We actually have a 
copyright lawyer and he’s the campus go-to person for copyright questions. 
They’re also doing actually for the first semester now they’re organizing a series 
of digital scholarship workshops and this is something that otherwise might fall 
under the category of dh, Omeka, text encoding, data visualizations […] really 
helpful when us librarians have questions so we can always go to him. He also 
does a lot of workshops.” (Participant #1) 
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“We tend to think about it [digital humanities] as just one aspect of sort of our 
integrated approach to providing support for visualization for computational 
research so on and so forth and keep going.” (Participant #2) 
“I think is really important is I’m not a technical person myself […] but I have 
colleagues like X who have the technical chops to actually do stuff […] The other 
thing too is that in the very team oriented environment at x, we often put together 
research teams and have humanists who are working on dh projects who don’t 
understand how it works; they can contribute from their place of expertise, and I 
think that’s something that’s really important.” (Participant #2) 
The overarching integration described by Participants #1 and #2 can be attributed 
to coordinated use of physical spaces across campus buildings, as well as awareness of 
other staff members’ roles outside of interview participants’ own library departments. 
This is important because the institution, in viewing physical space and technology more 
broadly across multiple buildings on campus, is able to dynamically meet the needs of 
specific projects, even if it requires multiple locations. Furthermore, Participants #1 and 
#2 express a literacy in other librarians’ subject expertise that lends itself to productive 
communication and collaborative relationships. They possess working knowledge of 
other staff and faculty members’ skillsets, and they demonstrate a level of comfort in 
approaching their colleagues about assembling research teams.  
In contrast, Participants #3 and #4 describe their library system as less integrated 
on matters of digital scholarship: 
“Things could be better integrated. That happens in a lot of ways, it happens in 
instruction when it’s not just dh it’s a big library system, lots of organs lots of 
people, and sometimes faculty have their go to person that they go to and 
sometimes they don’t and are not sure where to go and it gets kind of confusing. 
The library’s working on improving that, but that is still some of the issues.” 
(Participant #3) 
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“We tend to act as product suppliers over here […] I think other conversations 
happen in other places in terms of the lift, especially the technological lift, and I 
know that our legal counsel […] has also been involved in discussions with 
people who are doing these sorts of projects. I don’t think it’s as neatly tied 
together as it should be, but I get every indication that we’re moving in that 
direction.” (Participant #4) 
Furthermore, Participants #3 and #4 cite gaps in communication, a result of this 
organizational structure, as a common barrier to productive collaborations on digital 
humanities research: 
“But when the research was set up, one of the spokes as they called it then was 
not necessarily established at [our library]. We heard about it, we thought about it, 
but it was not a strong…it was a very light dotted line to [our library] rather than a 
very heavy dark black line as it should have been to be a part of the research hub, 
it was a content provider rather than a collaborator.” (Participant #3) 
“That seems to happen a lot, and that’s been an issue is communication and that’s 
no one person’s fault necessarily it’s sometimes you’ve got digital research 
services, you’ve got the faculty, you’ve got the material here […] and it comes in 
several different ways.” (Participant #3)  
 
“I can give you an example. There was an anthropologist who was looking at a 
particular plantation and I had a relationship with this anthropologist through 
instruction and through her research here and it was a good relationship. And then 
we have a dh specialist at that time who also I had a good relationship with who 
she approached about a project using some of the materials and it was a very sort 
of: it was like telephone, that game. Where she was talking to her and she was 
talking to me and then she would talk to me and then I would talk to her and it 
just wasn’t quite clear and it is probably because it was earlier but we didn’t really 
have any sort of protocol so X, Y, let’s all meet together and talk about this with 
this particular professor, instead it was a very sort of. . . It happened, but it wasn’t 
as clean and there was some confusion. . .” (Participant #4) 
In these scenarios, the diffuse and often specialized nature of the physical spaces 
where digital humanities work is supported on campus (multiple libraries, a digital 
scholarship center, and a research hub), paired with staff members versed in different 
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skills in the field of digital scholarship, is viewed as an impediment to collaborative 
relationships. Participant #3 further notes that efforts to strengthen collaborative ties 
across departments and settings has thus far centered around increasing awareness of 
colleagues’ unique expertise: 
“…we have invited digital research services in the past to staff meetings as well to 
talk about their work and to talk about our work and ways in which we can 
collaborate”  
In this sense, the communication and strong collaborative relationships 
characteristic of many successful digital humanities projects are arguably informed by the 
organizational structure of the institution at a broader level. Knowledge of unique staff 
expertise across departments has proven to be a particularly important means of 
identifying and assembling interdisciplinary research teams with technological support. 
Another interesting challenge posed to the two specific academic institutions 
studied in supporting digital scholarship has proven to be the larger model for 
professional development as it relates to dh tools and methodologies. As noted earlier, 
assistance with dh tools and methodologies is frequently requested of academic libraries. 
As such, all four interview participants noted an institutional emphasis on the 
development of relevant skills and literacies in order to better equip academic libraries to 
serve the specific needs of patrons working in the field of digital scholarship. However, 
attitudes towards the administrative approach to encouraging professional training varied, 
especially in the context of the schedules and resources. None of the four participants 
identified skills with digital humanities tools as a crucial consideration for hiring 
purposes, but rather expressed opportunities to learn on the job, some sharing their 
personal experience with relevant workshops and learning forums: 
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“I think it’s not being knowledgeable, but being open to try new things and being 
willing to learn. Technical skills, that is something you can acquire after you get 
here, but you have to be open to learn.” (Participant #1) 
 
“There’s been a lot of interest in getting our librarians and our staff really up on 
some of these technologies.” (Participant #2) 
“I’m sure there has been dh training […] I do think that notices go out, the experts 
in the field that are on staff here make themselves available, there are learning 
forums there are different programs […]” (Participant #3) 
“I’m going to a conference next week, just a one-day thing that has to do with 
digital privacy. So I think we’re looking for opportunities in a sort of pragmatic 
sense.” (Participant #4) 
Implicit within these accounts is the expectation that choosing and attending 
trainings is the responsibility of each individual staff member. While all interview 
participants noted that they feel adequately supported, often encouraged and sometimes 
mandated, in pursuing professional development training, some expressed critiques of 
this approach, which often leaves staff members with only minimal exposure to tools that 
may or may not be useful in the library setting: 
“We have derailed the outreach efforts and the collaborative efforts of a lot of our 
librarians by requiring them to spend like ‘oh we’re going to do several days or a 
week’s worth of training on this particular tool for text mining’ for example we 
will have 20 librarians who learn how to use this particular tool for text mining, 
who spend a week doing it and then when they get back to their jobs, completely 
forget how to actually do it […] but we’re not going to turn our subject specialists 
into technical experts and we certainly don’t want to turn them into all technical 
experts on the same—where they all have the same level of knowledge of a few 
resources, we really want to spread that out […] The reality is 1. Our researchers 
who do that are doing that at such a high level, many of them that…the other 
thing is that we need to spread this out […] And the other thing is that I really 
think that needs to be much more integrated into the work that folks are doing…” 
(Participant #2) 
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Participant #2, here, notes that one-time or short-term workshops, when not born 
out of a specific project the staff member is working on, may not serve as valuable a 
purpose as outreach or collaboration for a number of reasons: 1. There likely exist 
researchers and faculty members who already have more advanced working knowledge 
of certain tools and 2. Without continued practice, staff members are likely to lose the 
knowledge they gained at the training. Furthermore, Participant #2 calls into question 
potential motivations for requiring technological training among staff:  
“…one of the things I have a problem with is some of our administration speak of 
this as ‘upskilling’ our librarians and I think that is a real problem […] there has 
been an awful lot of money invested in technical training for technical training’s 
sake”  
Here, Participant #2 seems to argue that in promoting technical workshops and 
trainings, the institution is implicitly privileging technological expertise over that of 
subject expertise, which he thinks is misguided. Furthermore, he takes issue with 
technical training without a strong foundation in an ongoing system or initiative 
(“technical training for technical training’s sake”). This statement perhaps pushes back 
against aspects of a techno utopian rhetoric that imagines technological advances as 
inherently beneficial. Instead, Participant #2 offers heterogeneity in skillsets, paired with 
open collaboration and more targeted determinations of which technological trainings to 
attend, as an alternative. In the context of his institution’s integrated model, a variety of 
technical skills exercised strategically through outreach and collaboration among staff 
might be a more productive way to approach professional development.  
In further discussions of challenges, resources most explicitly come into play in 
relation to digitization. Participants #3 and #4, having mentioned that their institutions 
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frequently serve as content providers in supporting digital humanities research, highlight 
a number of instances in which payment for digitization services has been a barrier to 
fulfilling digital humanities research requests: 
“ There’s sometimes confusion about who is paying for what and that is…if 
they’re getting a grant they’re not necessarily thinking about this. How much it 
will cost, they’re not writing this in and then they’re coming in and they’re 
surprised because there’s a significant charge for getting scans. Even if content 
provider was as far as we ever went, that initial conversation would still be very 
valuable because if they’re asking for ‘oh we’re going to be doing 6,000 maps’ 
that’s a significant charge and we can’t do these things for free so that’s not 
necessarily something that they’re thinking about or planning a budget for.” 
(Participant #3) 
“We have worked on and thought about many different things over the past few 
years, at one point we were trying to build in a pool of money to do at least a little 
bit for faculty members. Where if a faculty member needs this scanned, UNC 
faculty member/affiliate, we would do the first 10 things for free because we had 
this pool of money set aside. We never finished this project and we never got . . . 
there’s a decision-making matrix about when to charge.” (Particpant #3)  
“So we want to support student work—how does one support student 
work…when it happens so fast? And charging students seems largely 
problematic—in a lot of ways we’ve gotten by with the lucky technological fact 
that technology is so cheap and so good that they can often self-digitize […] And 
then there is the question of how do we support faculty work? And what that 
looks like both in terms of timeline and in terms of cost. And I think both of those 
are sort of un-undefined questions for us and they tend to be answered on a case 
by case basis so far” (Participant #4) 
In these examples, we see three distinct sources of potential funding for 
digitization of materials: the library, patrons, and third parties through grants. In the 
context of the stated ad hoc nature of the institution’s approach to digital humanities 
research, it can be difficult to know which source of funding will be invoked. As a result, 
meeting the needs of patrons in terms of timelines and volume of materials is a challenge. 
As Participant #3 notes, a “decision-making matrix” exists as a sort of standardized 
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protocol for approaching digitization; however, implicit in these statements is the 
assumption that discussions about cost occur much later in the research process, when 
patrons already have expectations for deliverables. Participant #3 further touches on the 
potential benefit of approaching the library earlier in the research process as a way to 
clarify expectations and capabilities given available resources. 
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Conclusions and suggestions for further research 
Through a nation-wide survey and semi-structured interviews conducted with 
representatives from two large public academic libraries in North Carolina, this paper has 
attempted to illustrate larger themes in institutional support for digital humanities 
research among academic libraries, offering explanations where appropriate. The survey 
and semi-structured interviews have revealed that an ad hoc model is common among 
academic libraries and special collections in addressing digital humanities research 
requests, which often leads to confusion about how to handle certain requests and renders 
establishing consistent policies difficult.  
The broader trend of the ad hoc model for digital humanities research support, 
according to interview and survey findings, could be related to institutional definitions 
for digital humanities as a field and varying patron expertise and needs. Survey and 
interview participants emphasized that institutional definitions of digital humanities 
scholarship center around 
underlying expectations for the nature and format of the project. All four interviewees 
mentioned that they consider digital humanities projects those that 
result in non-traditional products that aim to reach a wider audience than more traditional 
written scholarship, and highlighted the interdisciplinary nature underlying many dh 
initiatives. The term “digital scholarship” is often invoked as a way to communicate 
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dynamic and inclusive institutional definitions; generally speaking, the institutions 
included in the study consider digital humanities broadly as computational methods of 
some sort applied to various fields of study not necessarily exclusive to humanities 
research. These loose parameters have provided opportunities for institutions to 
adequately meet the needs of unique projects; however, they have also proved 
challenging for the development of coordinated efforts and programmatic approaches to 
the field.  
With such a general conception of digital humanities research, academic libraries 
are often approached by patrons from vastly different backgrounds and experience levels 
with such projects. Furthermore, survey respondents and interviewees revealed 
experiences assisting patrons at different stages of the project—from planning to 
preservation—all of which require a wide range of support tasks. The data ultimately 
illustrates high levels of heterogeneity in digital humanities research request, which make 
anticipating possible future requests—and establishment of appropriate strategic 
initiatives—challenging. 
Academic libraries and special collections face a number of challenges in 
supporting digital humanities research. Factors such as the organization of the larger 
institution, institutional approaches to professional development as it relates to digital 
humanities training, and available resources have all contributed to academic libraries’ 
experiences meeting the needs of digital humanities scholars. While interview 
participants who characterized their institution as highly integrated also described high 
levels of collaboration and communication, which they identified as important to digital 
humanities research support, participants who described a less integrated overall 
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environment expressed difficulty fostering the collaborative relationships they saw as 
necessary to support dh projects.  
Models for professional development, too, have played a role in academic 
libraries’ capabilities when it comes to more specific digital scholarship projects. The on-
the-job, workshop model employed by the institutions studied, while generally viewed 
favorably by participants who feel satisfied with the level of support provided by their 
administration, is arguably flawed in practice for a number of reasons. Interview 
participants noted that workshops only provide a minimal level of exposure to dh tools, 
and time and effort spent training without continued practice could be counterproductive.  
Finally, resources, especially with regards to large scale digitization of library 
content, has proved challenging for institutions. As interviewees noted, their institutions 
often support digital humanities projects in the role of content provider: making materials 
accessible digitally for computational analysis. As a result, funding sources for 
digitization work are not always clear to librarians by the time the request is made. This 
trend often results in patrons developing unrealistic expectations for content production 
on the part of the library. 
This research points to a more in-depth examination of academic libraries noted to 
implement intentionally strategic measures for purposes of addressing digital scholarship 
research. As illustrated through survey and interview responses, areas that could 
potentially benefit from more coordinated, programmatic approaches include professional 
development, digitization, and outreach; however, a broader survey of other successful 
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strategic measures implemented by academic libraries would also add to the current 
research climate.  
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Appendix A (Survey Questionnaire) 
1. Would you categorize your institution as an academic research library and/or 
special collections library? 
a. Yes 
b. No  
2. Which of the following best describes your library’s larger institution? 
a. Public university 
b. Private university 
3. Which of the following best describes your institution’s student population (both 
undergraduate and graduate students included)?  
a. 0-5,000 students 
b. 5,000-10,000 students 
c. 10,000-20,000 students 
d. 20,000 + students 
4. Does your library support digital humanities research? 
a. Yes 
b. No 
5. How does your library define digital humanities research (mark all that apply)? 
a. Projects that apply computational methods to humanities scholarship 
b. Large scale digitization of materials for open access 
c. Non-traditional scholarship 
d. Other (please specify): 
6. If your library supports dh, what is the library's role in digital humanities research 
at your institution (mark all that apply)? 
a. Host an institutional repository to accommodate digital humanities objects
 53 
 
b. Help scholars plan for preservation needs 
c. Create avenues for scholarly use and enhancement of metadata 
d. Advocate coordinated dh support across the institution 
e. Provide research consultations with scholars at various stages of dh 
projects 
f. Work to spur co-investment in dh across institutions 
g. Provide training for staff members in dh methodologies and/or tools 
h. Provide physical spaces and equipment for use by digital humanists  
i. Other (please specify): 
7. What types of research requests does your library receive related to dh (mark all 
that apply)? 
a. Access to special collections materials for individual projects 
b. Assistance with the use of dh tools 
c. Large scale digitization requests for specific projects 
d. Ongoing support for classes working on coordinated dh projects  
e. Library instruction sessions related to dh research and/or methodologies  
f. Preservation consultations 
g. Other (please specify): 
8. Who requests dh research assistance from the library? 
a. Undergraduate students 
b. Graduate students 
c. Faculty 
d. Independent researchers 
e. Other (please specify): 
9. At what stage of the dh project is assistance typically requested (mark all that 
apply)? 
a. Planning stage (choosing tools and visualization methods) 
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b. Research stage (gathering materials) 
c. Analysis (visualizing and interpreting materials) 
d. Maintenance stage (preservation and accessibility)  
e. Other (please specify): 
10. Which of the following statements best describes the service model for digital 
humanities support at your library (mark all that apply)? 
a. The library provides ad hoc services that support digital humanities 
projects 
b. DH is part of the library’s strategic plan 
i. If so, please specify:  
c. The library hosts a digital scholarship center that supports digital 
humanities projects 
d. Other (please specify): 
11. What do you think the most effective model for dh research support looks like? 
a. Units whose services were originally formed for a specific purpose (but 
may have evolved over time) provide support throughout the entire dh 
process 
b. Service unit seeks to meet the individual needs of faculty, students, or 
independent researchers 
c. Service unit has a concrete and well-defined focus, which necessitates that 
it does not take on digital projects that fall outside the realm of its purpose 
d. Other (please describe):  
e. Don’t know  
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Appendix B (Interview Questions) 
1. What do the reporting lines look like for your position? Do you hold any other 
appointments/interact with other departments? 
2. In reading about digital humanities, I’ve come across many different terms and 
definitions. How do you define dh, and what terms do you use at your institution? 
3. How do you anticipate faculty/students to make use of your physical space, 
technology, and collections? 
4. Do you have a dh center? 
a. Based on your answer, do you see this as an extension of things already 
happening, or something new? 
5. Is dh part of your library’s strategic plan? 
a. If so, in what ways does your library incorporate dh into the institution’s 
strategic plan? 
6. What, if any, activities are planned in the next fiscal year related to dh scholarship 
at your library? 
7. How is your library thinking about dh among staff? Training/new 
hires/professional outreach?  
8. What types of dh does your repository support (and can you please provide 
specific examples)? 
9. With whom do you collaborate on dh research (students, faculty, campus 
organizations, etc), and what has resulted from these relationships? 
10. What processes and/or systems does your institution have in place to 
accommodate the specific needs of dh scholars? 
11. What are some of the challenges your institution has encountered in supporting dh 
research? 
a. Which dh projects have you found to be the most difficult to support, and 
why?  
b. Which projects have you found to be the most successful, and why? 
